236                   CONTARINI FLEMING:

oat the record of ray misery. 0 my (rod, for one moment
uphold me! Let the future at least purchase me one
moment of present calm* Let me spare, at least, him!
Let me, at least, in this last act of my love, testify my
devotion by concealing my despair.

4 Yon must know all, Oontarini. You must know all,
that you may not hate me. Think me not light, think me
not capricious. It is my constancy that is fatal, it is my
duty that is my death.

'You love our country, Contarini, you love our Italy.
Fatal Italy! My, fly away from us. Cross again those
Alps where Heaven frowned upon you as you passed. Un-
happy country! I who was born to breathe amid thy
beauty, am the victim of thy usages. You know the cus-
toms of this land. The convent is our school, it leads to
the cloister, that is too often our doom. I was educated in
a Tuscan convent. I purchased my release from it, like
many of my friends, and the price was my happiness, which
I knew not then how to prize. The day that I quitted the
convent I was the betrothed bride of Grrimani Delfini. I was
not then terrified by that, the memory of which now makes
me shudder. It is a common though an unhallowed incident.

' I entered that world of which I had thought so much.
My mind expanded with my increased sphere of know-
ledge. Let me be brief. I soon could not contemplate
without horror the idea of being the bride of a man I could
not love. There was no refuge. I postponed our union
by a thousand excuses ; and had recourse to a thousand
expedients to dissolve it. Yain struggling of a slave 1 In
my frenzy, the very day that you entered Italy I returned
to Florence on the excuse of visiting a friend, and secretly
devoted myself to the cloister. The Abbess, allured by the
prospect of acquiring my property for her institution, be-
came my confidante, and I returned to Venice only to make
in secret the necessary preparations for quitting it for ever.